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What  Is  A  Multimedia  Health  Risk 
Assessment? 


Risk  assessments  look  at  ^  po$sible  hunian  heald\ 
impUcatiun$  of  Exposure  to  contanunants,  the  mk  of 
Gxposura  to  lead  for  example.    Risk  assessment 
provides  a  detailed  evaluation  of  tiealfii  risk  using 
both  actual  sampling  or  monitoring  aS  well  as 
computer  modelling  metliods.   Sometimes  when 
there  is  insufficient  real  environmental  data, 
scientists  will  model  what  the  leveb  of  that 
contaminant  are  in  air  or  soil. 

A  multiixvedia  approach  to  rL^k  assessment  looks . 
at  total  exposure  to  a  substance  through  a  number 
of  possible  pathways,  such  as  aii:,  soil,  drinking 
water  and  food.     To  evaluate  the  health 
consequences  of  exposure  to  c  oontaminant  duuugh 
a  particular  pathway  or  source  (such  as  soil),  it  is 
necessary  to  understar^d  ^  total  exposure  picture 
of  people  £Fom  all  routes. 

Various  types  of  exposure  are  calculated  for  . 
adults  and  young  children.  Young  duldren  are 
assessed  as  a  special  group  because  they  may  be 
more  sensitive  to  the  effects  of  certain  contaminants. 
They  may  also  have  greater  contact  than  adults  with 
soil  and  dusts,  sa\d  tJ^ierefore  a  greater  chance  of 
taking  in  quantities  of  frifiM. 

THE  HEALTH  RISK  ASSESSMENT  APPROACH 

The  general  approach  lised  in  risk  assessment 
consists  of  four  main  parts:  ^mzard  identifiratinn, 
dose-responsie  assessmesit,  human  exposure 
assessment  and  risk  characterizatiQn. 


Hazard  Idsntlfication 

This  process  idetitifii?s  any  uiulesirabie  health 
eifecls,  such  as  effects  or»  the  liver,  that  are 
associated  with  a  substance  in  the  scientific 
lita:^txire. 

Dos«<^esponse  Assessment 

This  part  of  the  risk  assessment  determines  the 
relationship  between  the  extent  of  exposure  to  a 
substance  and  tiie  likeirhood  of  negative  efiects. 
The  existing  acc^piable  intakes  or  haalth  criteria  for 
each  contaminant  are  gathered  from  various 
agencies,  siu^  as  th.e  WbrkJ  Health  Organization 
(WHO),  Health  Canada,  the  International  Agency 
for  Research  in  Carwrer  (lAEQ,  and  the  US 
Environmental  Protection  Agency  (USEPA). 

Hunnan  Exposure  Assessment 
At  this  stage,  estimates  of  flia  amount,  frequenc}', 
duration  and  route  of  exposure  to  a  particular 
substarice  from  tt«  major  pathways  are  doi^e,  the 
levels  of  exposure  from  each  pathway  are 
determined;  and  the  total  exposure  from  all 
pathways  is  assessed.  This  infoimation  is  used  to 
predict  exposures  for  the  typ^al  adult  and  child  as 
well  as  exposures  relate  to  special  circumstances, 
for  example  drinking  water  from  lead-glazed 
pottery. 

R;8k  Chac8Ctari2«tlon 

To  characterize  risk,  the  estimates  of  exposures  from 
single  or  combined  pathways  are  compared  witti 
current  health  criteria  set  out  by  the  various 
agencies.  The  magnitude  and  type(s)  of  risk  from 
each  route  of  exposure  are  assessed.   The  health 
effects  of  these  potential  risks,  if  iny,  are  then 
evaluated. 
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CHARACTERISTICS  OF  A  HEALTH  RISK 
ASSESSMENT 

In  garieral,  a  human  health  risk  assessment  has  the 

following  chara<:terisliC5: 

•     It  attempts  to  predict  exposure  and  the 
likelihood  of  a  health  risk.  It  does  not  provide  a 
diagnosis  of  the  present  i^ealth  status  of  people 
living  in  the  study  area. 


•  FJsk  assessment  cwitains  certain  sdentific 
uncertainties  so  that  the  estimates  made  are  not 
highly  precise. 

•  Because  of  some  imcertamties/  dtt  methods  used 
in  health  risk  assessn^ents  use  very  conservative 
assumptions  aiul  therefore  err  on  the  side  of 
caution. 

The  findings  of  a  risk  assessment  c^u\  contribute 
to  iderUifying  th^  greatest  sources  of  exposure  and  to 
defining  ihe  need  for  and  t)'pes  of  future  action  to 
best  reduce  these  risks. 
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